(Amsterdam, 1974), p. 371 ("unity in multiplicity; concord; fertility-growth and resurrection"). The fringe would thus have served to stress the underlying unity of the design enclosed by it. It may, however, have had other connotations as well. This is suggested by the fact that the position of the cones and pomegranates in the fringe could be taken by palmettes, a universal symbol of regeneration, selfrenewal, and victory over death (see Baldock, Elements, p. 105, and de Vries, Dictionary, pp. 356 f.). Note that both pomegranate and pinecone carry similar symbolic meanings; see above and, for the latter, de Vries, Dictionary, p. 367, s.v. pine ("immortality, longevity; victory").
2The standard number of nodes is three per trunk. They are usually depicted as three superimposed horizontal bands holding together the threecolumned trunk (see n. 17 above); they could be reduced to mere lines, and, in some variants, the entire trunk could consist of three superimposed nodes only. In trees with an elaborate crown and base the top and bottom nodes could be omitted as superfluous, while the middle node was more consistently retained. For the four-noded trunk occurring as a variant of the standard three-noded trunk in the reliefs of Ashurnasirpal II, see n. 52 and pp. 188-89 below; note that trees flanked by the king never have four nodes and that the extra node may lack the customary volutes (see, tree,24 while a winged disk hovers over the whole.25 Even the most schematic representations are executed with meticulous attention to overall symmetry and axial balance.
II. THE TREE: ITS SYMBOLISM AND CONCEPTUAL STRUCTURE THE BASIC SYMBOLISM OF THE TREE
What did this Tree stand for, and why was it chosen as an imperial symbol? There is considerable literature on this question, but despite the most painstaking analyses of the iconographic evidence, on the whole, little has been explained.26 This is largely due to the almost total lack of relevant textual evidence. The symbolism of the Tree is not discussed in cuneiform sources, and the few references to sacred trees or plants in Mesopotamian literature have proved too vague or obscure to be productive.27 24 The flanking animals consist of goats, ibexes, gazelles, and stags, all associated with sexual potency and animal instincts, but also with regeneration (the ibex specifically with Ea, the god of Wisdom and Life). While extremely common in earlier periods, they are rare in Late Assyrian representations, where their place is largely taken by various kinds of protective genies and/or the king, the latter often portrayed in a mirror image on both sides of the Tree (on private seals, the royal figure could be replaced by that of the private individual). The genies, mostly depicted in the act of sprinkling the king and/or the Tree with holy water, largely consist of mythical sages (apkallu) serving the god Ea (see F. A. M. Wiggermann, Mesopotamian Protective Spirits [Groningen, 1992] , especially pp. 65 ff.). Neither the mirror-imaged king nor the mythical sages are attested as flanking figures before the emergence of the Lake Assyrian Tree, so they certainly represent genuine Assyrian innovations. 25 The association of disk and tree already occurs in Mitannian art, but the Assyrian representations differ significantly from their Mitannian counterparts both regarding the position of the disk and its iconography; see W. G. Lambert, "Trees, Snakes and Gods in Ancient Syria and Anatolia," BSOAS 48 (1985): 438 f. Iconographical innovations not found in the Mitannian disk include streamers hanging from the disk, often extended to enclose the tree; a feathered tail; a god riding in the disk; and a volute on its top, resembling those emerging from the nodes of the trunk (see Appendix B pp. 201-2 below). The streamers may terminate in forked lightning bolts, circles, or palmettes. The god in the disk regularly raises his right hand in benediction and may hold a bow in his left hand; in some representations, he is accompanied by two smaller gods riding on the wings of the disk. As pointed out by G. Contenau, "Note d'iconographie religieuse assyrienne," RA 37 (1940-41): 160, the blessing gesture recalls the symbolic representation of God the Father in early Christian iconography; see also de Vries, Dictionary, p. 235; Baldock, Elements p. 98; and n. 93 below.
It should be noted that the triad of gods and the volute on top of the disk are in complementary distribution: whenever the former appears, the latter is lacking. Hence the volute with its loops seems to be an icon for the gods accompanying the central figure. On some seals, the place of the accompanying gods is taken by two juxtaposed circles; on others, the whole trinity, including the central god, is replaced by three juxtaposed circles (see Appendix B, pp. 201-2 below). This strongly suggests that the triadic arrangements of circles, volutes, and nodes on the trunk (see n. 23 above) also stand for trinities of gods. 6 Revealingly, apodictic statements about the meaning of the Tree are carefully avoided in recent studies, though there appears to be a general consensus among experts that it was related to fertility. Cf. Reade, Assyrian Sculpture, p. 27: "Its exact meaning escapes us, but it could be taken as representing in some way the fertility of the earth, more especially the land of Ashur"; similarly York, RIA, vol. Conversely, it could be argued that the Tree takes the place of the king in the scenes where it is being purified by the apkallu genies. The apkallus were the mythical equivalent of court scholars (ummdnu), whose primary function was to protect the king and attend to his moral integrity, i.e., "purify" his soul. See my remarks in LAS, vol. 2, pp. xx f., xxiv f., 40 ff., and 335, and, in more detail, my article "Mesopotamian Astrology and Astronomy as Domains of the Mesopotamian 'Wisdom'," in H. Galter and B. Scholz, eds., Die Rolle der Astronomie in den Kulturen Mesopotamiens: Beitrdge zum 3. Grazer Morgenlandischen Symposium 23.-27.9.1991 (Graz, 1993) . 32 The king is portrayed as a flourishing tree offering shelter to his subjects in a Neo-Assyrian letter written by a prominent court scholar (LAS 122:14; for many other examples of the verb samahu referring to the growth of trees, see CAD, s.v., pp. 289 ff.). As pointed out in LAS, vol. 2, p. 108, this passage resembles Daniel 4, where the tree allegory is explicitly related to the moral conduct of the king:
In the Book of Daniel (ch. 4), King Nebuchadnezzar dreams of a great tree "in the midst of the earth" around which all the "beasts of the field" [see n. 24 above] and "birds of heaven" congregate. Then he sees "a watcher and an holy one" come down from heaven crying: "Hew down the tree, cut off his branches, shake off his leaves and scatter his fruit ... and let his portions be with the grass in the earth. Let his heart be changed from a man's and let a beast's heart be given unto him." Daniel interpreted this tree as representing the King himself who, in moder psychological terms, had identified his limited and personal self with the divine Selfhood which his kingship symbolized. If this reasoning is correct, it follows that the Tree had a dual function in Assyrian imperial art. Basically, it symbolized the divine world order maintained by the Assyrian king, but inversely it could also be projected upon the king to portray him as the Perfect Man. This interpretation accounts for the prominence of the Tree as an imperial symbol35 because it not only provided a legitimation for Assyria's rule over the world,36 but it also justified the king's position as the absolute ruler of the empire.37
The complete lack of references to such an important symbol in contemporary written sources can only mean that the doctrines relating to the Tree were never committed to writing by the scholarly elite who forged the imperial ideology but were circulated orally. 37 Note that piety and blameless moral conduct are the most prominent qualities justifying the king's rule in Assyrian royal inscriptions; see Seux, Epithetes, pp. 20 f. Cf., for example, the continuation of the inscription cited in the preceding footnote ("Tukulti-Ninurta ... the attentive one, appointee of the gods, the one who gladdens the heart of Assur, the one whose conduct is pleasing to the gods of heaven and earth"). 38 That is to say, primarily the chief scribe (also called "the king's scholar") and his "department. , 1990) , pp. 313 ff. While the duties of the chief scribe are not specified in Assyrian sources, it is extremely likely that they included the drafting and production of royal inscriptions; note the colophon of the Sargon's letter to Assur (TCL 3), indicating that it was composed by the chief scribe himself, and see the note on LAS 7 r. 10 in LAS, vol. 2, p. 11. On the other hand, there is evidence that other prominent scholars too were involved in the composition of royal inscriptions and, more generally, in the formulation of the imperial policies; see Tree was common knowledge, while the more sophisticated details of its interpretation were accessible to a few select initiates only. The existence of an extensive esoteric lore in first-and second-millennium Mesopotamia is amply documented,39 and the few extant written specimens of such lore40 prove that mystical exegesis of religious symbolism played a prominent part in it.41 The evidence discussed in the above articles could be multiplied by including all the references to secret lore in second-and first-millennium texts (see CAD and AHw. s.vv. katimtu, nisirtu, piristu, and ikkibu). For the first millennium, note, above all, Assurbanipal's famous self-description of his education: "I learnt the craft of the sage Adapa, the esoteric secrets of the entire scribal tradition; I observed celestial and terrestrial signs and discussed them in the meetings of scholars; I ponder with expert diviners the liver, the image of heaven ..." (Streck, Asb., p. 252 i 13 ff.). For the second millennium, note Gilg. XI 9 and 266: "I will disclose to you, Gilgames, things that are hidden, and I will relate to you the secrets of the gods. (Oxford, 1986) . The esoteric nature of these texts is made explicit by their colophons, for example, "Secret lore of the great gods/heaven and earth/sages/scholars; an initiate may show it to another initiate, the uninitiated may not see it; taboo of the great gods"; see also n. 42 below. Additional glimpses into the lore are provided by a multitude of random passages in scholarly texts, primarily commentaries and letters. 41 See, for example, Livingstone, Mystical Works, pp. 116 ff. (= SAA 3, nos. 37-39), and the commentary on Sakikku I recently edited by George in "Babylonian Texts," pp. 146-63. Calling the kind of hermeneutics exemplified by these texts "mystical" is justified inasmuch as extracting "hidden" meanings from the literal wording of religious texts appears to have been its primary goal. The hermeneutic methods used in this process were virtually identical with those used in rabbinical exegesis, including mashal, "allegory"; remez, "paronomasia"; naad, "homonymy"; and, above all, gematria and notarikon, on which, see n. 66 below. The crucial question, however, is how the existence of the hypothetical Mesopotamian model can be proven, given the lack of directly relevant textual evidence. It must be admitted that a priori it is possible that the observed similarities are simply coincidental and due to a common cultural heritage rather than to a direct borrowing. 7 Binah, "Understanding" or "Intelligence," also rendered Prudentia (Robert Fludd, Philosophia Sacra [1626]), is defined as "intellect in its passive, receptive and reflective capacity, deep pondering" (Halevi, Kabbalah, p. 6), "reflective thinking, to back up inspiration" (idem, Tree of Life, p. 38) and "profound intellect act[ing] as a counterbalance to Wisdom" (idem, Way of Kabbalah, p. 55). Compare this with references to the moon god Sin as "Anu of the sky whose counsel nobody perceives" (Perry, Sin, no. 2:9), "whose profound heart no god can fathom" (ibid., no. 1:37), "whose mind no god knows" (ibid., no. 5:5), and note Sin's epithets "wise, knower of secrets, sage of gods" (Tallqvist, Gotterepitheta, p. 446) and mustdlu, "judicious, thoughtful, circumspect, deliberate," attested in Perry, Sin, no. 5:10, and personal names (CAD, s.v., p. 284). Binah is "the Supernal Mother, within whose womb all that was contained in Wisdom finally becomes differentiated [and out of whom] the remaining sefiroth proceed" (Ponc6, Kabbalah, pp. 122); compare this with Sin's epithets "birth-giving (dlidu) father," "father of the great gods," "procreator of all" (Tallqvist, Gdtterepitheta, pp. 446); on the epithet "fruit (enbu) giving birth to itself" (ibid., pp. 24), see also nn. 66 and 89.
Nabu and Ninurta with Victory (Nezah
71 Cf. Marduk's epithets "merciful god/father/ lord, merciful and forgiving, the merciful one with forgiving heart, merciful to mankind"; for attestations, see Tallqvist, Gotterepitheta, p. 371, and the dictionaries s.vv. remeni and tajjaru, and see also Enuma elis VI 137 and VII 27 ff. While "merciful" occasionally occurs as an epithet of other gods, too, its prominence as an epithet of Marduk in firstmillennium texts, as well as the fact that it is frequently applied to the king as the image of Marduk (see the discussion in LAS, vol. 2, p. 58), confirms that it represented a central characteristic of this god.
The other name of the Sefirah, Gedullah (Greatness), corresponds to Marduk's ubiquitous epithet belu rabu, "great lord" (Tallqvist, Gotterepitheta, p. 52). Note the co-occurence of both "great lord" and "merciful god" in the incipits of prayers to Marduk (W. Mayer, Untersuchungen zur Formensprache der babylonischen "Gebetsbeschworungen" [Rome, 1976] 85 The secondary nature of the Sefirah Malkhut is also indicated by the fact that it is not included Once the gods had been placed in the diagram, which did not take longer than half an hour, I filled in their mystic numbers using as a guide W. Rollig's article "Gotterzahlen" in the Reallexikon der Assyriologie (see fig. 9 ). For the most part, this was a purely mechanical operation;86 in some cases, however, I had to choose between two or three alternative numbers.87 The numbers shown in figure 9 as 60 in Rollig's article. Of course, the vertical wedge can also be read 60, but in the case of Anu, "the first god," the only reading that makes sense is 1, as we shall see presently.89 The ease with which the gods and their numbers fitted into the diagram was almost too good to be true, and the insights obtained in the process were more than encouraging. Suddenly, not only the diagram itself but the perplexingly opaque Mesopotamian religion as well started to make sense;90 I felt on the verge of a major discovery.
THE DISTRIBUTION OF GODS AND NUMBERS IN THE DIAGRAM
Looking at the reconstructed diagram more closely, one observes that practically all the great gods of the Assyro-Babylonian pantheon figure in it, some occupying the same place because they were theologically equivalent.91 Only one major god is missing, Assur, for whom no mystic number is attested.92 This strongly suggests that this imporsporadic examples of other numerically written god names are known from later Babylonia. This orthographical innovation can be securely dated to the early thirteenth century and thus coincides with the appearance of the Late Assyrian Tree (see n. 6).
89 See p. 188. The point is that the vertical wedge, in the absence of a symbol for zero in the Mesopotamian number system, stood for both 1 and 60, just as our number 1 (depending on its context) is a symbol for both 1 and 10; the value "1" is of course the primary one in both cases. As "One and 90 In reducing the multitude of Mesopotamian gods to mere aspects of a few "great gods," and these again to mere aspects or powers of a single universal God (see below), the diagram unfolds a sophisticated monotheistic system of thought sharply deviating from the current simplistic notion of Mesopotamian religion and philosophy. As in Kabbalah, the key to the system is the Tree diagram, which functions as a mandala defining the essentials of the system in the simplest possible visual terms. Without this key, it would be next to impossible to understand the system on the basis of the scattered, highly symbolic, and often seemingly contradictory evidence of the Mesopotamian religious texts. A case in point is the god Ninurta/Nabfi, who is still commonly regarded as "the god of war or hunting" (cf., for example, Saggs, In contrast to the cosmological Tree, which is visualized as emanating from above (cf. the "inverted tree" in Cook, The Tree of Life, pl. 38), the psychological Tree is rooted in the netherworld, and its different layers are viewed in terms of a gradual progress towards a higher form of consciousness. In Hekhalot Rabbati, the Tree is likened to "a celestial ladder whose first edge is on the earth and second edge on the right leg of the throne of glory" (Dan, Revelation, p. 30; see also ibid., p. 22, where "the one who is worthy to observe the King and the throne" is likened to "a man who has a ladder in his house"). This imagery is reflected in the iconography of the Assyrian Tree (cf. nn. 20 and 22). 106 In light of the evidence discussed above (see nn. 6, 33, 36 f., 56, 65 f., 88, and 97, and Excursus 2 below), it is clear that the emergence of the Tree, and the monotheistic ideas connected with it, correlates with the rise of the Middle Assyrian Empire and the assumption of the title "king of the universe" by the Assyrian emperors; the doctrine of "unity in multiplicity" (see n. 21 above), of course, admirably suited the structure of this empire, which was not just a large multinational state but a veritable pleroma of diverse semi-independent vassal powers unified under the absolute power of the king. The title "king of the universe" is already attested for the founder of the empire, Assur-uballit I (1369-28), and his Babylonian contemporary Burnaburias II (see Seux, Epithetes, pp. 308 ff.: the single attestation of the title for Kurigalzu I listed there comes from a late copy and is uncertain); the numerical spelling of the word "universe" with the sign SAR, "3,600," however, becomes established only under Adad-nirari I (1305-1274) and Kurigalzu II (1332-1308), the son of Agsur-uballit installed by the latter on the Babylonian throne. It is worth noting that Being able to reconstruct this Tree, date it, and understand the doctrinal system underlying it has tremendous implications to the history of religion and philosophy which cannot be pursued within the limits of this paper.107 I will content myself with three concrete examples illustrating how the insights provided by the Tree are bound to revolutionize our understanding of Mesopotamian religion and philosophy.
III. THE TREE AND MESOPOTAMIAN RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY THE BIRTH OF THE GODS IN ENUMA ELIS
In Enuma elis, the narrator, having related the birth of Anu, mysteriously continues: "And Anu generated Nudimmud (= Ea), his likeness." This can only be a reference to the first attestation of the spelling AN.SAR = Agsur likewise occurs in an inscription of this very Kurigalzu II (see Seux, Epithetes, p. 311).
Thus, already by the late fourteenth century, the Tree with its pinecone "garland" certainly connoted the idea of "unity in multiplicity" and may also have involved a numerical interpretation; note that the mystic numbers of Samas (20) While the Tree diagram and the elaborate doctrinal system associated with it can thus be considered an Assyrian creation, the general symbolism of the Tree, including its psychological dimension, is much older and may well go back to the third millennium B.C., if not earlier; see p. 1 above with nn. 1 and 14, and nn. 109, 139, and 149 below.
107 As a point of departure, it should be understood that the Assyrian religion was not only imposed on vassals (see SAA 2 no. 6:393 f. and p. xxx), but also actively propagated throughout the empire (cf. SAA 3 no. 1:3-10 and r. 9-12). Thus the religious ideas connected with the Tree were, with time, bound to spread out and take root within the confines of the empire and even abroad. This process is amply documented by archaeological evidence (the most striking example being the direct transfer of Assyrian religious symbolism to Achaemenid imperial art [see n. As regards the birth of Jewish monotheism in particular, which has been taken as a "reaction" to synchretistic and polytheistic pressures from the outside world threatening the national and religious identity of the Jews, the evidence presented in this article shows that the truth is not that simple. During the seventh through fifth centuries B.C., the Jews did in fact face the threat of national extinction, but that threat was caused by Yehoiakim's and Zedekiah's adventurous foreign policies leading to the destruction of the Jewish state and the cult of Jahweh, not by foreign ideologies. Biblical passages such as Chron. 29:11, enumerating the Sefirot constituting the "Lower Face" in the very order gedullah-gevurah-tiferet-nezah-hod in David's blessing to Solomon, or Prov. 3:19, presenting the triad hokhmah-tevunah-daat as God's power of creation (see nn. 49, 52, and 55 above), are clear evidence that the backbone of Assyrian and Kabbalistic monotheism, the Tree diagram, was part and parcel of the Deuteronomistic religion as well. As soon as it is realized that the Biblical image of God, epitomized in the diagram, is but a copy of an Assyrian model, there is nothing unique in Jewish monotheism to differentiate it from its Assyrian predecessor (see also n. 97, on Biblical elohim = "God," and nn. 68, 90, 93, and Excursus 3 below).
The same applies to Christianity with its doctrines of the Trinity, God the Father, the Holy Ghost, Unity of the Father with the Son, etc., all of which are derived from Assyrian religion and philosophy (see nn. 3, 21, 25, 56, 67, 84, 90, 93, 96, 103 , and Excursus 2 below). The crucial significance of the Tree to early Christianity is made evident by the reference to it in Rev. 22, the last chapter of the Bible, mirroring the famous Tree passage in Gen. 2-3, at the very beginning of the Bible. This configuration makes the the fact that the mystic numbers of these two gods, 1 and 60, were written with the same sign,'08 and indicates that the composer of the epic conceived the birth of the gods as a mathematical process.
On the surface, of course, the theogony of Enuma elis is presented in terms of human reproduction.109 As the example just quoted shows, however, it did involve more than just one level of meaning. In fact, the curious sequence of "births" presented in Tablet twelfth tablet, the Epic would be a torso because, as we shall see, it contains the ultimate wisdom that Gilgamesh brought back from his arduous search for life. That wisdom was not meant for the vulgus, and it is therefore hidden in the text.'26 But the Epic is full of clues to help the serious reader to penetrate its secret. The refrain at the end of Tablet XI is one of these. Far from signaling the end of the Epic, it takes the reader back to square one, the Prologue, where he is advised to examine the structure of "the walls of Uruk" until he finds the "gate to the secret," a lapis lazuli tablet locked inside a box." "The walls of Uruk" is a metaphor for Tablets I-XI,'27 "the tablet box" is the surface story, and "the lapis lazuli tablet" is the secret structural framework of the Epic, the Tree diagram.'28
Once it is realized that the Epic is structured after the Tree, the paramount importance of Tablet XII becomes obvious, for it corresponds to the Crown of the Tree, Anu (Heaven), which would otherwise have no correspondence in the Epic.
On the surface, there is no trace of Heaven in Tablet XII. On the contrary, it deals with death and the underworld, the word "heaven" (or the god Anu) not even being mentioned in it, and it seems to end on an utterly pessimistic and gloomy note. When considered in the light of the psychological Tree and the spiritual development outlined in the previous tablets, however, the message of the tablet changes character. We see Gilgamesh achieving reunion with his dead friend Enkidu, being able to converse with him and thus to acquire precious knowledge from him about life after death;129 and what is more, he achieves this reunion in exactly the same way as he did in Tablet 130 Cf. n. 120 and Idel, Kabbalah, p. 86, quoting Safrin's commentary to the Zohar: "By much weeping, like a well, and suffering I became worthy to be transformed into a'flowing stream, a fountain of wisdom'; no secret was revealed to me, nor a wondrous apprehension, but afterward I became like dust and wept before the Creator of the universe like a spring, lest I should be rejected from the light of his face, and for the sake of gaining apprehensions out of the source of wisdom." This passage illustrates the rationale behind the weeping technique, associating it, in Mesopotamian terms, with the ocean of wisdom, Apsu, and thereby with Ea (cf. n. 69); note that it is explicitly Ea, not Enlil, or Sin, who finally grants Gilgamesh his rendezvous with Enkidu.
Tablet XII become a firmly established technique by which similar experiences can be sought at will.'3
In Jewish mysticism, such experiences are referred to as "ascent to heaven" or "entering Paradise" and regarded as tremendous events reserved only to perfectly ethical, perfectly stable men.'32 The evolution of Gilgamesh into such a man is described in detail in Tablets I-VIII.133 In the early (third century?) Jewish mystical text Hekhalot Rabbati, the very concept of mystical "ascent to heaven" is revealed to the Jewish community as a revolutionary "secret of the world."'34 There can be no doubt whatsoever that this very secret, revealing the way to Heaven, was the precious secret that Gilgamesh brought back from his journey to Utnapishtim. Without going into unnecessary detail, it can be suggested here that the tree-eagleserpent theme in Tablet II is an allegory for the fall of man and that the ascent to heaven described in Tablet III is to be understood as mystical ascent of the soul crowning an arduous program of spiritual restoration. Seen in this light, the myth becomes closely related to the Gilgamesh Epic in substance, and in presenting Etana as the first man to achieve the ascent, it forcefully contributes to the notion of the Mesopotamian king as the "Perfect Man."138 The tree of Tablet II is Etana himself, whose birth its sprouting marks. The eagle and the serpent are conflicting aspects of man's soul, the one capable of carrying him to heaven, the other pulling him down to sin and death.139 The deal struck by the eagle with the serpent marks the beginning of Etana's moral corruption as king. Ignoring the voice of his conscience, he becomes guilty of perfidy, greed, and murder;'40 for this, he is punished. The serpent attacks the eagle, cuts off its wings, and throws it into a bottomless pit. This is an allegory for spiritual death; the same idea is expressed by the childlessness of Etana, to whom the narrative now returns. . 137 The recurrence of this theme in the Sumerian myth of Gilgamesh, Enkidu, and the Netherworld (see n. 128) has, of course, been noted, but the meaning of the theme in either myth has not been discussed at all.
138 Cf. nn. 34 and 58. 139 In Christian symbolism, "The eagle holding a serpent in its talons or beak represents the triumph of Christ over the 'dark forces' of the world (see Serpent)" (Baldock, Elements, p. 92). In Indian mysticism, the bird Garuda likewise achieves its ascent to heaven in spite of the serpents coiling around its head, wings, and feet (see the illustration in Rawson, Tantra, pl. 67).
In the Etana myth, the eagle plays two roles. At first, it is "an evil eagle, the criminal Anzf (var.: criminal and sinner), who wronged his comrade"; as such, it parallels the eagle inhabiting the huluppu tree in the Sumerian Gilgamesh epic, which is explicitly called Anzu. Later, however, having suffered and been rescued by Etana, it carries the latter to heaven. The evil aspect of the bird corresponds to the natural state of man's soul, which, despite its divine origin, is contaminated with sin (see Enima elis VI 1-33 and Lambert and Millard, Atra-hasis, p. 59: 208 ff.; cf. Ponc6, Kabbalah, pp. 61 f. and 82 f.). The second aspect of the bird corresponds to the soul of a "purified" man (see below).
The "tree" itself is marked as sinful by its species (the poplar), associated with Nergal; see CAD s.v. sarbu, pp. 109 f., and note Bel-sarbe "Lord of the Poplar" = Nergal, CT 25 37:16. This accords with Ebeling, Handerhebung, p. 114:9, which explicitly states that mankind is "entrusted to Nergal," that is, under the power of sin. 140 Etana's voice of conscience is the "small, especially wise fledgling" of II 45 and 97. Note that the theme of bird's nest with the young (taken over from the Sumerian Lugalbanda epic; see Aro, "Anzu and Simurgh," pp. 25 and 28) also plays a role in Kabbalah, where it is explicitly associated with selfdiscipline and wisdom; see Ponc6, Kabbalah, pp. 123 f., and Scholem, Origins, p. 134. 141 Etana's barren wife is the feminine, spiritual half of his soul, corresponding to the Shekhinah (cf. Ponc6, Kabbalah, pp. 208 f.); the desired "son" is Etana's "fruit," the deeds by which he will be judged. Etana's realization of his condition is the beginning of his salvation; from now on, he appears as a person referred to by his own name. Admitting his guilt and shame, he prays for a "plant of birth" (that is, a chance for spiritual rebirth) and is guided to the path that will take him there.142
The path leads him to the mountain where he finds the eagle lying in the pit with its wings cut, a metaphor for the imprisonment of the soul in the bonds of the material world. Complying with the wish of the eagle, his better self, he starts feeding it and teaching it to fly again, an allegory for spiritual training and self-discipline. It takes eight months to attempt the first ascent to heaven, which fails because Etana himself is not ready for it.143 The second ascent, better prepared, is successful and takes Etana into a celestial palace where he, having passed through several gates, finds a beautiful girl sitting on a throne guarded by lions.
All this is so reminiscent of the terminology and imagery relating to the ascent of the soul in Jewish mysticism that mere coincidence can be excluded. The several heavens and heavenly palaces through which Etana passes are commonplace in the Hekhalot texts and later mystical literature.144 The girl seen by Etana is the Shekhinah, the Presence or Beauty of God.145 Etana's fall from the heavens has ample parallels in Kabbalistic literature, where the ascent is considered a dangerous practice and the return to a normal state referred to as being "thrown down like a stone. 
